Neighborhood
Revitalization

Crystal Lake Estates
Heritage Greens
Kutzky Park
Park Row Crossing
Steve O’Neil Apartments
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Crystal Lake Estates, Grand Rapids

Region

Community
Size

Single-Family
Homes

New
Construction

Crystal Lake Estates Wins Over Neighbors
<5K

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
C R Y S T A L L A K E E S T AT E S
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 11,211

Grand Rapids is a small north central Minnesota city known
mainly for timber and tourism. Generations of visitors have
been drawn to the area’s many lakes and rivers and its woodsy
outdoor environment. Grand Rapids is also home to Blandin
Paper Company and Blandin Foundation.

TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Former school site
UNITS: 21 single-family homes
TARGET POPULATION:
TIME FRAME: 2010–2012
INITIAL COSTS: $3.1 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Black Bear Homes,
Blandin Foundation, Grand Rapids School
District, Greater Minnesota Housing Fund,
KOOTASCA Community Action, Minnesota
Housing, Grand Rapids Housing and
Redevelopment Authority, USDA – Rural

Even in small towns the challenge of finding affordable
housing can be difficult for residents, especially those with
larger families. About 11 percent of the city’s residents live
below the poverty line, making demands on affordable
housing especially competitive.
When Grand Rapids opened a new middle school in the early
2000s it left a former building available for redevelopment in
one of the city’s oldest neighborhoods. Since the old concrete
school had no architectural significance there was little
support for saving it. The site not only had the advantage of
being in an existing neighborhood but also had property on
one side that sat next to Crystal Lake.

Development, Wells Fargo Home Mortgage
KEY STRATEGIES: Core neighborhood
development, neotraditional design, antiNIMBY advocacy, private-sector leadership,
community visioning and planning, faith-based
community involvement

City leaders understood the need for more
affordable housing and liked the idea that a new
development would inject energy into the city’s
aging housing stock that had not seen many new
projects in two decades.
New homes were rare and many existing residences required a
great deal of rehabilitation by buyers. Young families decided
against hiring contractors or doing the fixup themselves and
typically went to outlying areas to buy new homes already
outfitted with modern amenities.
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THE STRATEGY
After the school was demolished in the mid-2000s, the Grand
Rapids Housing and Redevelopment Authority stepped in
and bought the property for about $2 million. A local builder,
Black Bear Homes, quickly signed on to build Crystal Lake
Estates, composed of all single-family homes.
When initial plans came to light for “affordable housing” at
the site some neighbors expressed concerns about the quality
of the homes and the character of prospective residents and
homebuyers.
GMHF created architectural designs that fit with the
surrounding neighbors, with front porches and garages
set back from the homes. The designs incorporated “Building
Better Neighborhoods” principles laid out in GMHF’s
companion book. The streetscape of Crystal Lake Estates
featured sidewalks and roads connected to the city’s grid.
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Black Bear, GMHF and other partners revealed plans for the
development at several well attended community meetings.
Ultimately, the neighbors supported the development after
seeing renderings showcasing front porches and traditional
neighborhood design.

Through the advocacy of the local faith
community, numerous congregations actively
championed the need for affordable housing
in Grand Rapids. Nearby residents came to
understand there was little to fear and much to
gain by having attractive, affordable housing in
their neighborhood. Gradually neighbors became
more accepting of the future home buyers and
fears dissipated.

PHOTO: FIRST HOMES

THE RESULTS
LESSONS LEARNED
Contrary to concerns about the project, upper-income
households expressed interest in buying the homes. Black Bear
homebuilder Steve Gilbertson told the Grand Rapids Herald
Review that when Crystal Lake Estates began marketing he
had to turn away more than a few potential residents because
they earned too much to qualify for the houses. At least seven
of the initial residents were single mothers and families with
children, exactly the population funders hoped to attract.
“Most were happy to end up with a nice home,” he says. “It
helped boost their quality of life.”
Crystal Lake Estates attracted families with children who
saw in the larger homes a chance to live well while paying
affordable mortgages. Affordable starter homes with affordable
mortgages make an ideal fit for young families with children.
Gilbertson has a second market-rate development located on
Crystal Lake at the old Armory Field area. The community
features 10 active senior living units and eight market-rate
homes. It’s a testament to the theory that market-rate housing
and affordable housing can not only co-exist but flourish in
the same neighborhood.

Sometimes demolition is the right choice. With few
windows or interesting architectural details, Grand Rapids
saw little reason to save the school and understood
demolition would open the site to a new use. Communitybased planning and visioning assisted in creating a new
development that fit well within the existing neighborhood.
Attention to home design built confidence. The private
builder, associated with high quality homes, helped foster
community acceptance of affordable development. Being
transparent about what the new homes would look like
was a key to selling the project to the wider community.
Investing time and attention in the design of the homes
made all the difference.
Be prepared for NIMBYism from unexpected places. Since
the new homes were for sale, not for rent, negative reaction
from local residents took partners by surprise. Having local
faith community members step up to counter not-in-mybackyard concerns helped foster acceptance for their future
neighbors.
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Heritage Greens, Cambridge

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

New
Construction

Abandoned Hospital Site becomes New Neighborhood
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
H E R I TA G E G R E E N S
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 8,677
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Former abandoned hospital site
UNITS: 134 mixed-income, for-sale, singlefamily homes and affordable rental townhomes
(additional homes under construction)
TARGET POPULATION:
TIME FRAME: 2004–present
INITIAL COSTS: $2.1 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Blandin Foundation,
Bright Keys Development Corp., Central
Minnesota Housing Partnership, City of
Cambridge, Greater Minnesota Housing Fund,
MetroPlains Development, LLC, Minnesota
Green Communities, Minnesota Housing,
National Equity Fund
KEY STRATEGIES: Mixed-use redevelopment
of abandoned site, traditional neighborhood
design, community-based planning and
visioning, high design standards
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The seat of Isanti County, Cambridge sits at the junction of
Highways 65 and 95 about 30 miles north of the Twin Cities.
Located on the Rum River, the city serves as a regional hub for
the county and boasts a major medical center.
One of the largest employers and land owners for decades was the
88-acre Cambridge State Hospital. Close to downtown, it opened
in 1925 and served thousands of patients before closing down in
the 1990s. The complex had 15 buildings, all abandoned but for
two that the state repurposed for state medical facilities. The land
became a large, lonely parcel looking for a second act.

THE STRATEGY
A group of more than 150 community residents, led by
Mayor Marlys Palmer, began meeting in the late 1990s to
plan the redevelopment of the former state mental hospital
site. The area had significant demand for affordable housing
so the group brought in the St. Paul-based MetroPlains
Development, LLC and Greater Minnesota Housing Fund to
assist in planning and development on the site.
Vern Hanson, co-president of MetroPlains, says the city set
aside nearly 30 acres from the original hospital site for public
works, a hospital, and county offices. A portion of the site is
planned to be a park and future library or community center.
What remained became the redevelopment site of Heritage
Greens and was platted for multifamily, single-family, a single
commercial parcel, and senior housing.

PHOTOS: WARREN HANSON
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GMHF and MetroPlains decided on a development of
single-family homes more tightly spaced than typical of
suburban design. “This was one of our first forays into singlefamily development so we brought in partners, experts with
the right experience,” said Rob McCready, co-president of
MetroPlains. Bright Keys Development Corporation had site
layouts for single-family homes, he says, while GMHF and its
consultants had a vision for the overall community. The vision
was of a community built using traditional design principles
such as smaller lots, homes with front porches, a central park
space, sidewalks, and detached garages on rear alleys.
The partners put together an impressive collection of funders,
and construction on Heritage Greens began in 2004. A
community land trust and first-time homebuyer program
administered by CMHP led to strong buyer interest.
Cambridge community economic development director Stan
Gustafson says Heritage Greens “provided needed, attractive
housing and a lot of value” by showcasing a higher housing
density than the city had seen before.
Heritage Greens has a compact land use plan and set of
design covenants adopted by the city of Cambridge to guide
homebuilders to build compatible home designs.

and as much square footage unfinished as they can get. This
development was outside that box so it struggled overall
because of that,” says McCready.
Heritage Greens is not quite finished. All of the single-family
lots have been improved or sold to a builder, with 26 lots yet
to be built on. 2017 and 2018 saw more building activity
as the demand for smaller, less costly housing options grew.
Additionally, 2-acre and 6-acre parcels remain available for
multifamily or commercial development. “Heritage Greens
has been an exciting project over the years and we hope things
continue to move forward,” says Gustafson.

LESSONS LEARNED
The unfamiliar doesn’t always sell. Creating compact,
affordable development in a city without anything
comparable can be a challenge. Philanthropic or low-cost
support may be required to promote a development pattern
that breaks with convention.
Stay the course. “The folks in Cambridge don’t have a level
of comfort with that style—they want what they see in other
parts of Cambridge and Greater Minnesota. It takes a long

THE RESULTS
Today, Heritage Greens offers 134 mixed-income housing units
in dozens of for-sale, single-family homes and three affordable
rental townhouse complexes. The neighborhood’s walkable
streets and appealing architecture continue to attract many
buyers and renters. On warm days the village green serves as a
central meeting place for neighbors and visitors.
Heritage Greens has struggled in a few respects. The 2008–
2009 recession changed the course of the development due
to lower home sales and increased demand for rental. Homes
took much longer to sell because of Cambridge’s record
numbers of foreclosures. Prices of homes in Cambridge
plummeted far below what Heritage Greens homes were
being sold for. The housing crisis and recession stalled
Heritage Greens’ initial momentum.

time for a development like Heritage Greens to succeed
because it’s so different. It’s waiting for the roots of the
community to catch up with it,” says Hanson.
Economic shifts and consumer interests dictate the market.
The housing crisis brought Cambridge more than its share
of foreclosures and put too many homes on the market in
competition with Heritage Greens. And many homebuyers
continue to want big homes on large lots in suburban
settings, a market demand that may be hard for a single new
development to shake, even as it finds a market niche.

The smaller lots and compact design of the homes was also
a marketing challenge at first. “The buyers are typically
looking for a split-level, three-car garage on a quarter acre
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Kutzky Park, Rochester

Region

Community
Size

Single-Family
Homes

Apartments or
Townhomes

Rehabilitation
of Existing
Housing

Regional
Initiative

From Worst Home on the Block to Best
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
K U T Z KY PA R K
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 106,000
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Kutzky Park neighborhood of Rochester
UNITS: Many multifamily units and singlefamily homes rehabilitated and sold
TARGET POPULATION: Working families seeking
affordable homes near major employers
TIME FRAME: 2005–present
INITIAL COSTS: $3.3 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: First Homes, Greater
Minnesota Housing Fund, Kutzky Park
Neighborhood Association, Mayo Clinic, Metro
Plains Development, LLC, Minnesota Housing,
Rochester Area Foundation

First established at the beginning of the 20th century near
downtown Rochester, the Kutzky Park neighborhood offers
distinctive homes largely constructed in the 1910s and 1920s
within walking distance today of Mayo Clinic. Named for
early settler August Kutzky, who built the first home in the
neighborhood in 1898, the blocks filled with middle- and
upper-middle-class residents through the 1930s.
That changed in the postwar years when empty nesters began
converting their properties to accommodate nurses and
patients’ families who came for treatment at Mayo Clinic and
needed short-term housing. The next four decades would not
be kind as urban decline set in, bringing drugs, crime, and
dilapidation to the beleaguered stretch of Rochester.
Nonetheless, Kutzky Park’s ragged charm began to attract
urban homesteaders in the 1990s. That is the result of
community investments and the work of brave, caring
neighbors and devoted stakeholders. But it was not an easy
turnaround.

KEY STRATEGIES: Neighborhood
revitalization, mixed-use development,
employer engagement, redevelopment, new
construction, and rehabilitation

THE STRATEGY
Kutzky Park’s revitalization started in 2005 when
neighborhood leaders tapped the Rochester Area Foundation
for ideas as to how it could work to help restore the
neighborhood. The Foundation’s successful First Homes
program had by that point met (and even exceeded) its goal
of providing 875 affordable housing units in Rochester.
The goal of First Homes is to build affordable workforce
homes and apartments in southeast Minnesota communities.
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First Homes is a community land trust, buying properties and
maintaining control of the land. Homebuyers—who qualify
by earning less than 80 percent of the state median income—
pay a small monthly lease fee to the community land trust.
By using the trust, a typical home costs $40,000 less than it
would in a traditional arrangement. If a homeowner sells, the
appreciation value is shared 50-50 with the land trust.
The practice of fixing one home at a time led to a deceptively
simple motto: “Make the worst home on the block the best
home on the block.”
Another program First Homes offers, “Heritage Homes,”
focuses on restoring older homes. Heritage Homes is a
Rochester-wide effort that focuses on acquiring homes in rough
shape and either rebuilding, repairing, or demolishing them.
Prior to starting any rehabilitation, First Homes suggested
the Kutzky Park Neighborhood Association start an initiative
called “Imagine Kutzky” to share ideas and create a plan,
according to a 2008 article in the fedgazette, a publication of the
Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis.
Once founded, “Imagine Kutzky” created architectural
guidelines and reviewed plans to identify homes of historic
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significance as well as homes that were not historic and were
in such poor condition as to merit tearing them down.
“The program transformed our neighborhood into a peaceful,
abundantly livable, and lively place,” said Stephanie Podulke,
Olmsted County commissioner.

THE RESULTS
By 2008 the effort saw 23 rehab projects, including a twostory Craftsman condo project, the first residential addition to
the neighborhood in 20 years. An apartment known mainly
for keeping the police busy was torn down and replaced by
four owner-occupied condos (shown top left of p. 87).

PHOTOS: FIRST HOMES

Additional development in Kutzky Park includes Cascade
Creek Apartments (pictured on p. 85), which is a 40-unit
affordable rental development with an adjacent New Horizons
preschool.

“It wasn’t very long ago that people didn’t
want to live in Kutzky Park, and now neighbors
are buying houses and fixing them up as

investments,” said Sean Allen, former director of
First Homes.
“The ‘Imagine Kutzky’ concept gets people thinking big about
issues like walkability and connected green space,” Allen
says. We’re working on those issues, despite the tremendous
challenges in an infill environment. But the community is
driving the revitalization. We’re just coming in with targeted
resources.”

LESSONS LEARNED
Land trust model contains costs. A key to the revitalization in

Long-term planning required. Investing time and resources on

Kutzky Park has been the community land trust model in securing

the front end to assemble property over the course of several

affordability for many residents.

years was time consuming and required deep real estate
experience. Overall the effort required major commitment and

Stimulate reinvestment. New investment is stimulated across

patience. A long-term plan was necessary to attract funding

the neighborhood when dilapidated or blighted properties are

commitments from the local governments.

demolished and well-designed new affordable housing is built in
its place. Together these efforts serve to stabilize and revitalize

Layers of funding required. A multi-year commitment by the

the whole area. Done well, demolishing one single-family home

Rochester Area Foundation helped cover the several-year stretch

can create opportunity to build at higher density and be more

of this revitalization effort. Significant gap money was also

attractive. But critical mass is required to create neighborhood

required in order to achieve attractive, excellent quality design

revitalization momentum and spur private investment.

as well as the affordability targets.
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Park Row Crossing, St. Peter

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

New
Construction

New Use for a Former Hospital and Nursing Home
THE STRATEGY

PA R K R OW C R OSS I N G
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 11,500
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Former hospital and nursing home site
UNITS: 40 townhomes
TIME FRAME: 2011–2014
INITIAL COSTS: $5.8 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: City of St. Peter, Greater

The city’s hospital was vacated in 2004 and the nursing home
in 2007. With two empty buildings costing $50,000 a year to
maintain, the city council first looked at the price of saving
the structures before deciding the expense was simply not
worth it. A child care center that occupied a section of the
nursing home moved to another location and the building
came down in 2010.
Facing a 1% rental vacancy rate, St. Peter, like so many cities,
became acutely aware of its lack of affordable housing. “A
good vacancy rate to have is around five percent but we had
little available housing, especially for families,” says Todd
Prafke, city administrator of St. Peter.

Minnesota Housing Fund, Minnesota Housing,
Southwest Minnesota Housing Partnership
KEY STRATEGIES: Neighborhood revitalization,
infill development, traditional neighborhood
design, workforce family housing

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
Despite its modest size, St. Peter has a rich history. The
Minnesota State Capitol nearly moved to the city in 1857 but
the bill never passed. The city suffered a disastrous tornado in
1998 that destroyed or damaged more than 1,000 homes and
apartments. The city continues to rebuild itself while remaining
an active and attractive small town bolstered by the presence of
Gustavus Adolphus College.
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The city sold the property for $1 to Southwest Minnesota
Housing Partnership (SWMHP), a nonprofit that had
completed several projects in St. Peter, including three other
apartment buildings and a townhouse development.
After studying the site, the city decided an apartment building
would be too large for the neighborhood. And just a few
blocks away SWMHP had recently constructed an apartment
called “Central Square.” The city wanted the housing to serve
moderate-income families and decided on a design to construct
side-by-side townhouses. “This concept isn’t new elsewhere but
it is new in Greater Minnesota—no one had built one for this
demographic,” Prafke says.
The final plan called for 40 townhouses around the perimeter
of a neighborhood block with an outdoor commons area
including play and picnic space between them. Initially,
neighbors were wary about who would be moving in, though

PHOTOS: SOUTHWEST MINNESOTA HOUSING PARTNERSHIP

the outcry was neither loud nor long-lasting, Prafke says.
Another group voicing protest was disability advocates who
balked at the plan to have only two accessible units. As the
city saw it, the three-story Central Square offered the kind of
accessibility that two-story townhouses could not and kept
the number of accessible units at two.
“We had a lot of discussion about that,” Prafke says. “We
have pointed out that seniors and others are better served by
having an apartment on a floor of a building. With such a
limited market we saw Central Square as serving seniors, and
Park Row Crossing as attracting young families. You do that
by not making all Park Row units accessible.”

Conversely, the trend gave pause to any potential arguments
from landlords that the townhouses pulled from their
holdings. “This wasn’t just about pushing people to transfer
their residences in town,” Prafke says. “Landlords appreciated
that because it wasn’t taking from their potential clients.”

LESSONS LEARNED
Workforce family housing needed. Because the city of
St. Peter and SWMHP had already worked together on
other developments, the Park Row Crossing process
went smoothly and suffered few stumbles. The city had
evaluated the local housing market and saw a need for

THE RESULTS
Park Row Crossing—blessed with a location with many
assets, among them being walking distance to Gorman Park,
a library and a community center—leased up quickly, with 38
units filled within days of its completion. The other two were
occupied within a month.
Paulsen Architects (now ISG) of Mankato designed homes with
flair and color that the neighborhood embraced. “It certainly
met the target audience, and the quality of the design allayed a
lot of people’s fears—it feels like it fits in that neighborhood,”
Prafke says. “The council cares about design and wants it to look
like the neighborhood, and Park Row does.”
Interestingly, and importantly, 16 families came from outside
the region to live in Park Row Crossing. To Prafke and the
council, that statistic “confirmed suspicion” that people
outside the city wanted this type of housing and had a desire
to live in St. Peter.

larger, family-oriented, moderately priced units.
Valuing good design results in livable communities. With
a history of encouraging—if not in essence requiring—new
developments to have good designs that fit into existing
neighborhoods, the city made certain SWMHP hired an
architectural firm which delivered on that promise, Prafke says.
Best practices informed development. The city reached
out to the neighborhood in several ways. With the help of
the University of Minnesota a charrette was held to look at
what energy efficiency and wastewater techniques could be
incorporated into the design, from choice of materials to rain
gardens. Through community meetings the neighborhood
had “multiple opportunities” to study the architecture,
design, and planning of Park Row Crossing.
“This clearly is the culmination of the process we’ve been
through in other developments,” Prafke says. “That included
the evaluation, targeting of the marketplace, and design
process. This was built on the shoulders of those other
developments. This is our 2.0 development.”
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Steve O’Neil Apartments, Duluth

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

New
Construction

Serving
Homeless/
Special Needs

Partners Come Together to Prevent
and End Homelessness
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
ST E V E O ’ N E I L A PA RT M E N TS
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 86,293
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Blighted downtown block
TIME FRAME: 2013–2014
INITIAL COSTS: $13.5 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Center City Housing Corp,
Cinnaire, Churches United in Ministry (CHUM),
City of Duluth, Duluth ComfortSystems, Duluth
Economic Development Authority (DEDA),
Duluth HRA, Duluth Local Initiatives Support
Corp. (LISC), Federal Home Loan Bank of Des
Moines, Ferguson Co., Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, Housing and Urban Development
(HUD)-CDBG and HOME, Minnesota Equity Fund,
Minnesota Housing, Minnesota Power (Allete),
Neighborworks, Northland Foundation, One
Roof Housing, Ordean Foundation, St. Louis
County HRA, UnitedHealth Group
KEY STRATEGIES: Blight removal, neighborhood
revitalization, permanent supportive housing,
supportive services and crisis housing for
homeless, addressing homelessness of women
and children

The cycle of homelessness is a monumental national problem.
The National Center on Family Homelessness has said one
out of 45 children will experience homelessness every year.
The cycle springs from a lack of economic opportunity,
drug use, mental illness, abusive relationships and other
debilitating factors. And the cycle does not start and end with
one family but continues for generations, leaving a mounting
toll of poverty, poor health, and homelessness.
Minnesota has made preventing and ending homeless for
Minnesota’s children a top priority. The City of Duluth has
made its own commitment to meet the needs of the young
children who are the most vulnerable in their community, by
providing housing and services that help keep families together.
One example of Duluth’s effort to alleviate homelessness is the
Steve O’Neil Apartments. Located on a hill overlooking the
Duluth skyline and Lake Superior waterfront, the apartment
building is well served by city bus lines, schools, jobs and
medical services that are used by many residents.
The block where the apartments are located had a history
as a rough-and-tumble neighborhood where narcotics had
flowed freely and most of the buildings—known as the Piper
Properties—were in severe disrepair. A group of citizens, the
police, a coalition of churches, the city attorney’s office, a
Native American group, and others started a movement to
put pressure on the Piper family to clean up the area.
In response to increased crime in the neighborhood in 2008,
One Roof Community Housing, Churches United in Ministry
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(CHUM), Duluth Housing and Redevelopment Authority
(HRA) and Center City Housing Corp. came together to
purchase the land and demolish substandard properties on the
block, including those owned by the Piper family, with the
intent of developing housing for the homeless.

THE STRATEGY
Providing stable housing can begin to reduce the strain
on homeless families and individuals. In many cities, for a
variety of reasons, it is in woefully short supply. Like any large
city, Duluth lacks affordable housing and has a significant
homeless population. The organizations came together, with
Center City in the lead, to flesh out an idea for affordable
housing for families with funding from a variety of sources.
Center City took the empty block and developed the
Steve O’Neil Apartments with 44 units of housing and
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six emergency family shelter areas. Anticipating a resident
population largely comprised of families, more than half
of the units have two bedrooms and another 12 have three
bedrooms. Steve O’Neil Apartments offers something often
hard to find: Larger units with up to three bedrooms that
help keep families intact. There are more costs associated with
building the larger units, but they were needed to adequately
serve the target population. All of the apartments fall under
HUD’s Section 8 program, meaning residents pay only 30
percent of their income for rent.

The complex offers more than just apartments.
There’s a family coaching center to provide support
and encouragement to families. An early childhood
center serves toddlers and preschoolers. There are
after-school activities for all children, a computer
and library center, classes and all kinds of
support groups. Life coaches offer assistance with

job placement, educational resources, counseling
and coordination with health care providers.
The building is staffed 24 hours a day.
Minnesota Equity Fund syndicated the project with $10.5
million in Low Income Housing Tax Credits from investor
UnitedHealth Group. That amount was leveraged to bring in
another nearly $3 million to complete the project.
The complex is named for Steve O’Neil, a longtime St. Louis
County commissioner and tireless advocate for the homeless.
He died in 2013 at the age of 63 from cancer. He had been a
board member of Greater Minnesota Housing Fund.
Rick Klun, Center City’s executive director, said O’Neil was
a legend. “He’s the best person I’ve ever known, it’s just that
simple—the guy should be sainted,” he says. “His work with
ending homelessness and treating everyone with dignity
should be a model for all of us.”

Overall, Steve O’Neil Apartments created attractive new
affordable homes for at-risk families with easy proximity
to jobs, services and amenities. Residents develop a solid
foundation from which they can access employment, develop
life skills and help their children learn.

LESSONS LEARNED
Helping parents fosters early childhood development.
Parents at Steve O’Neil learn to be attentive to their
children’s needs and improve their parent-child relationship.
They have access to a positive learning environment where
their own participation in their child’s development is
fostered. The Duluth community naturally rallied around the
needs of kids. The development’s focus on children helped
engage community partners, with hundreds of community
organizations providing contributions when the apartment
building opened to residents.
Geology and winter construction required patient capital.

THE RESULTS
Steve O’Neil Apartments brings stability to the families and
individuals who live there and is likely to spur economic
development in surrounding blocks.
A Duluth News Tribune reporter, attending the February
2015 opening, noted “signs of permanence” in one woman’s
apartment such as a playpen and her oldest son’s watercolors
lining the bedroom walls. Since moving into a two-bedroom
home, the tenant reported that her son had been introduced
to schooling and stability for the first time.
The quick lease-up of the apartments reflected the enormous
need for housing for homeless families in Duluth, says Klun.
All the residents are “coming out of trauma or crisis” and they
have “a long haul” before they gain more stable footing in
society, he says. “Our mantra is it’s all about the children—
we don’t want them to go through their lives without hope.”
Strong support and financial backing from city and county
officials was instrumental. The Steve O’Neil Apartments
development was a priority of the City of Duluth, Duluth
HRA, and the Saint Louis County HRA. Philanthropic
investments from the Northland and Ordean foundations
played a key role in the development and continuing
provision of services.

A combination of Duluth geology and winter conditions led
to cost challenges that required funders to be patient and
understanding to bring the project across the finish line.
Despite the bedrock that made the site challenging, partners
agreed this was the right site for the development: It was
close to downtown, services and good schools, which were
all essential parts of the plan.
Attention to design feeds neighborhood renewal. The
neighborhood has benefitted first from the blight removal
and second, from the attractive store-front nature of
the design of Steve O’Neil Apartments, which is built
to the sidewalk and continues the urban pattern for
pedestrians. The new apartments provided a much-needed
redevelopment boost to the neighborhood and caused no
negative reactions from neighbors when it was proposed.
Experienced developers required. The combined
development team of Center City Housing Corporation and
One Roof Community Housing provided a strong track record
and extensive expertise in low-income housing, real estate
development, and supportive service delivery for homeless
families and children.
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